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The Desegregation of the Sturgis All-White High School – September 1956

African American under guard while attending Sturgis High School (Priebus 2014)

By Austin Valentine Jr.
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Disclaimer

The following document contains materials and language that are not suited for young
children. The segments that have been quoted in this work are by no means the expressed
thoughts or feelings of myself. They are simply a reproduction of previously printed comments
and phrases by others, which may contain strong language that may be considered hurtful and
racist in nature. These racist comments do not reflect the views of the author and should not be
taken as such.
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Introduction

In 1954, a landmark court case took place in the Supreme Court between Oliver Brown
and the Topeka Kansas Board of Education. The case will forever be known as Brown v. Board
of Education Topeka. In the case Oliver Brown filed a class action lawsuit against the Topeka
Board of Education after Linda Brown, who was Oliver’s daughter, was denied access to
Topeka’s all-white elementary school.1
Serving as the lead attorney for the Browns was none other than Thurgood Marshall,
head of the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund. In the beginning of the case, a number
of Justices were divided on the issue. However, on May 17th of 1954 Justice Earl Warren wrote
“…in the field of public education the doctrine of separate but equal has no place.”2 Thus,
implying the plaintiff had been deprived legal protection that was guaranteed by the 14th
amendment to the United States Constitution.3
After the Supreme Court ruling, the transition in some places went much easier than in
others. In Kentucky, the integration process took nearly two years to take effect. In fact, the first
school to integrate was the Lafayette High School in Lexington Kentucky during the summer of
1956, a year after the Supreme Court rulings.4

1

History. Brown v. Board of Education. A&E Television Networks, LLC. 2019.
https://www.history.com/topics/black-history/brown-v-board-of-education-of-topeka (accessed March 25,
2019).
2
(History, 2019)
3
(History, 2019)
4
Coleman, A Lee. "Desegregation of Public Schools in Kentucky -- The Second Year After the Supreme Court
Decision." The Journal of Negro Education 25, no. 3 (1956): 254-261.
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A number of school systems and parents, across the state of Kentucky, refused to
recognize the Justices’ rulings and took matters into their own hands. Some even resorted to
blockades of schools as well as mob violence. Such actions took place over a large part of the
United States, in the hometowns of small places that many, other than locals, had ever heard of
in the first place. Sturgis, Kentucky became a prime example of civil unrest during the period of
school desegregation.
The town became so disorderly that on September the 5th of 1956, the Kentucky State
Police and the Kentucky National Guard had to be brought in along with armored tanks to keep
the peace. By nightfall, the news had quickly spread across the entire country, papers such as the
California Desert Sun in Palm Springs, CA ran a news article titled “Negro Pupils Escorted Into
School – Situation Termed Explosive by State Officials.”5
Thus, making small town riots such as the events that took place in Sturgis, KY famous
on both the national and world stage. All the while the country, as well as the entire world, was
wondering if the United States was actually falling apart from within – due to the excessive civil
unrest.

5

United Press. "Negro Pupils Escorted into School." California Desert Sun, September 6, 1956: 1.
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Going to School For The First Time In Sturgis – The Resistance

On August 31st of 1956 nine African American students, some of whom were freshman,
sophomores, and juniors, registered for attendance at the all-white Sturgis High School.
However, these students found a different situation when they reported for classes on Tuesday
September 4th. The children were confronted by a crowd of nearly 500 citizens, mostly farmers
and coal miners, as they approached the school-house. These students were told by a spokesman
in the crowd that they had come far enough. The children were told “You have a nice school at
Morganfield, we suggest that you go there, you are not going to attend here.”6 Talking about the
all-black Dunbar School.
It was said that the children hesitated for a bit, then turned around and walked away. One
of these African American children was escorted by her father, Reverend David Pettie. After
seeing the mob, he spoke with a Kentucky State Police officer and told him that his daughter was
going to school at Sturgis, and that no one better lay a hand on her. Seeing how the mob was
reacting he stood at the school for a while then left with the others.7
Shortly thereafter the Superintendent of Schools addressed the crowd saying that the
school must comply with the rules set by the State Board of Education. However, it was too little
too late for this day since the African American children had already left the area. After the
Superintendent had spoken, the crowd began to slowly disperse.8

6

The Sturgis News. "Crowd of 500 Block Way of Nine Negro Students Endeavoring to Enter In The Local AllWhite High School." The Sturgis News, September 20, 1956: 1 & 8.
7
William & Mary School of Education. Historical Scene Investigation. 2001.
https://hsi.wm.edu/cases/segregation/segregation_documents.html#a (accessed March 28, 2019).
8
(The Sturgis News, 1956)
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That afternoon a number of concerned African American citizens met with the Sturgis
mayor. Together they decided the best course of action was to alert the Governor of the situation
brewing in their small town. Rev. Pettie recounted the Mayor’s call to the Governor’s office that
afternoon. The mayor explained to the Governor how tense the situation was and that there
would most likely be a lot of bloodshed without additional protection from authorities.9 The Rev.
said in an interview that the Governor replied, “Well, in the morning, I’ll have ample protection
in Sturgis.”10
Based on the call from the Sturgis Mayor, at
approximately 9:00 A.M. on the morning of the 5th,
Lieutenant Colonel Taylor Davidson received a phone call
from Kentucky Governor A. B. “Happy” Chandler, who
was trying to reach the Kentucky Adjutant General’s office.
Moments later Lt. Col. Davidson received a call from the
Adjutant General’s office ordering him to dispatch troops to
Sturgis, KY. Davidson dispatched Major William E. Hall
and the 240th Tank Battalion to the small town.11

Kentucky Governor A.B. “Happy” Chandler
(Trowbridge 2006, p. 6)

During that same day Governor Chandler released the following order:
“Whereas, the United States Supreme Court has by mandate
prohibited the racial segregation of pupils in the nation’s schools, and

9

(William and Mary School of Education, 2001)
(William and Mary School of Education, 2001)
11
Kentucky National Guard. Kentucky National Guard History World War II - Berlin Crisis 1937-1962. Edited by
Col. Joe R. Craft. Frankfort, Kentucky, 2019.
10
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Whereas, civil disturbance have arisen in certain areas of the
Commonwealth of Kentucky when local authorities sought to comply with the
mandate of the Supreme Court by integrating public schools, and
Whereas, local authorities in those areas have been unable to deal with
these civil disturbances in a manner which will maintain law and order,
remove the peril to life and property, and guarantee the right all pupils to
attend the public schools unmolested.
Now, therefore I A. B. Chandler, governor of the Commonwealth of
Kentucky, do hereby direct the Adjutant General of Kentucky, Maj. Gen. J.
J. B Williams to order to active duty any number of units of individuals of the
Kentucky National Guard that he deems necessary to restore and maintain
law and order, remove the peril of life and property, and guarantee the right
of all pupils to attend the public schools
Signed, A. B. Chandler.”12
Furthermore, that
same morning a
detachment of Kentucky
State police arrived in an
effort to control a crowd
that had grown to nearly

12

Photograph taken by the Louisville Courier Journal of the Mob at Sturgis, KY (William &
Mary School of Education 2001)

Trowbridge, John M. STURGIS AND CLAY: Showdown for Desegregation in Kentucky Education. Frankfort,
Kentucky: Kentucky National Guard, 2006, p. 6.
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500 citizens. Later a company of National Guardsmen also arrived and bivouacked on the
school’s grounds.13 However, none of the African American students were seen that day.14
Reverend Pettie recounted the arrival
of the troops. “…that next morning, to
everybody’s surprise, the National
Guard was at Sturgis. Rolling. Nobody
know where they came from, or who
sent for them.”15 Nobody knew simply
because the meeting between the
Crowd at Sturgis, KY (Trowbridge 2006, p. 9)

Mayor and members of the African

American community had been held in private.
By the morning of the 6th there were now approximately 210 National Guardsmen armed
with M-1 rifles with fixed bayonets located at the school. Their commanding officer, Major Hall,
made it clear to the town-folk
that martial law had not been
declared, they were there to
simply assist the local law
enforcement with their duties.
These soldiers were re-enforced
by M-47 tanks equipped with
M47 Tank posted in front of the Sturgis High School (Trowbridge 2006, p. 7)
13

(Kentucky National Guard, 2019, 35-36)
The Crittenden Press. "8 Negroes Attend Classes at Sturgis, Protected From Mob by National Guard." The
Crittenden Press, September 01, 1956, 10 ed.: 1.
15
(William and Mary School of Education, 2001)
14
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90mm cannon and fixed 20mm and .30 caliber guns. The troops were also outfitted with a
number of submachine and machine guns along with tear-gas.16
James Howard one of the African American students, in a later interview, recounted
when the National Guard entered the town. “…my initial recollection of them were seeing the
tanks and seeing the soldiers and walking around town; and quite frankly it was somewhat
comforting to see them present, because given the attitude of the people who were here, it was
close to a riot.”17
This presence by the National Guard seemed to encourage the African American students
who came back to make a second attempt to attend school on Friday September 7th. Roughly
thirty guardsmen made an entry-way for the students by holding back the crowds so the African
American children could pass through the school’s entryway.
Surrounded by armed troops and
Kentucky State Police the African American
students were then escorted past a number of
signs seeing the words “Go back home, you
niggers – The white people of Sturgis don’t want
Negroes to go to white schools – Go Back to the
Jungle,”18 and also hearing the loud crowd of
now nearly 800 chanting and yelling. Some
members of the crowd even made threats of
African American under guard while attending Sturgis High
School (Priebus 2014)
16

(Kentucky National Guard, 2019, 35)
(William and Mary School of Education, 2001)
18
(Kentucky National Guard, 2019, 35)
17
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lynching as well as threats of violence against the African American community as a whole.
Some of the rioters even went so far as to yell “We’ll get you niggers if it takes all year.”19
Student James Howard
vividly remembered some of the
chants that came from the crowds as
they entered the school. “Oh, you
niggers won’t live to see another
day if you come back to school here
Crowd control in front of the Sturgis High School (Trowbridge 2006, p. 8)

– Any niggers that have any – ah, have any kids out here won’t have a job if you continue to
go.”20
James Howard further recounted that first day he and his fellow classmates entered the
school building. Howard talked about the crowd and how many of the protestors were not even
from the town of Sturgis, but from other parts of the county where their children attended other
schools.”21
Shortly after the student’s entry into the building a mob
riot broke out where seven men were arrested for breach of peace.
The conditions of the riot got so out-of-hand that one guardsman
pulled his revolver, striking a rioter over the head and threatening
to shoot if people did not get back and disperse. Being it was the
first day that African Americans had attended class at the
Man arrested during the riots
(Trowbridge 2006, p. 8)
19

Hackett, George. "Gardsmen Hold Back Mobs At Sturgis." The Paducah Sun Democrat, September 7, 1956: 1.
(William and Mary School of Education, 2001)
21
(William and Mary School of Education, 2001)
20
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formerly all-white school, some parents even broke through the lines running to the windows of
the school yelling for their children to leave and come back home.22
The situation became so intense that guardsmen were forced to extend their protection
into the hallways of the school building itself. As well as placing a tank directly at the entrance
of the building to deter rioters.23
Later that evening over one-thousand citizens gathered in the Sturgis Public Park to hear
a segregationist speaker from Louisville named Millard Grubbs. Grubbs was the chairman of the
board of the Kentucky Citizens Council, and he had been flown in to speak to the citizens of
Sturgis. Grubs during his speech denounced the United States Supreme Court as well as the
Kentucky State Governor. He also accused the Governor’s calling of the National Guard as an
act of “…opposing the rights of city and county officials in not letting them decide how to
handle the local problems.”24 Thus, inflaming the crowds and their racist attitudes toward the
African American community and their students just prior to them starting their first full week of
school.

22

(Hackett, 1956, 1)
(Kentucky National Guard, 2019)
24
(Hackett, 1956, 1)
23
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Attending Classes Under Armed Guard – A Week of Hell

On Monday September the 10th, only
seven of the original nine African American
students showed up for classes. In an effort to
contain some of the previously seen violence
against the students, the National Guard met the
students at 7:30 am before classes began and
escorted them into the building. This was
completed an hour before the crowds could
assemble to protest the student’s entrance into
the facility.25
Student Escorted to a Waiting Car (NAACP 1956)

Student James Howard recalled some of
this previously seen violence that transpired while he tried to attend the Sturgis High School. Mr.
Howard explained in an interview years later what other students had done to him and some of
the other African American students.
Mr. Howard said, “I was spit on, I had rock—ah, eggs thrown on me, tomatoes thrown on
me, I was hit with rocks, I was kicked, I was pushed, I was shoved…it was real.”26 Mr. Howard
noted how that aside from this treatment, none of the white students were ever expelled or
disciplined for such behavior.27

25

(Trowbridge, 2006, 12)
(William and Mary School of Education, 2001)
27
(William and Mary School of Education, 2001)
26
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On that particular Monday, only 50 of the 310 white students even showed up for classes.
Some remained at home because of the National Guard’s presence, but most were kept home due
to the African American students.28 The remainder of the week was simply a repetition of
Monday, except for all nine African American students began reporting for classes.29 As far as
the crowds, the number of spectators had decreased dramatically from the hundreds that had
assembled the day before. Thus, easing racial tensions in the town.30
One local newspaper reporter from nearby Marion, KY published an article in The
Crittenden Press, that stated during his time in Sturgis he never saw more than 300 people
assembled at any one time. He also stated that the majority of those individuals were either
reporters or spectators from out of town.31
Aside from the troubles associated with attending their first full week of school, the
African American students now faced a new challenge for their second week. On Tuesday
September the 18th, the Kentucky State Attorney General Jo M. Ferguson, based on testimony
made by the Union County School Board, issued a statement that the African American students
in Sturgis, KY attended the Sturgis High School illegally.
The Attorney General also put the Union County School Board on notice and made direct
reference to the Supreme Court’s ruling which “made it plain referring to the order for
integration of Negro students in former all-white school(s) that the defendant school boards were
required to make a prompt and reasonable start towards good faith compliance with its ruling at

28

(Trowbridge, 2006, 12)
"Seven Negro Students Attend Sturgis School Monday, 8 Tuesday; Take In and Out Under Heavy Guard." The
Sturgis News, September 13, 1956: 1 & 2.
30
Hackett, George, "Sturgis Tension Eases." The Paducah Sun Democrat, September 12, 1956: 1.
31
The Crittenden Press. "Press trouble stay 'way from my door a view of trouble at Sturgis and Clay." The
Crittenden Press, September 14, 1956.
29
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the earliest practicable date. – The Board of Education of Union County therefore has made the
primary responsibility of proceeding with integration at ‘deliberate speed.’ It must assume its
responsibility, for if it does not take action, or if it has not taken action with proper speed, any
court having jurisdiction state or federal may require it to act.”32
In response to the Kentucky Attorney General’s decision, the attorney for the NAACP
said he would be filing a permanent injunction in Owensboro Federal Court on Monday
September 24th to allow the children to continue their education at the Sturgis High School in
Sturgis, KY.33
According to the Union County Board of Education the all-black Dunbar school was
being kept open for an additional year to allow the board time to implement integration
procedures to ensure a smooth transition. The Union County School Board stated that during a
May 1st, 1956 board meeting they had chosen 25 individuals to act as an integration committee
for Union county. The committee was tasked with creating an integration plan before the
October 6th, board meeting.
However, nine students from the Dunbar School in nearby Morganfield, KY had already
enrolled in the all-white Sturgis High School before the committee could even meet to discuss
their integration plans. Therefore, the students who attended were in violation of the School
Board’s policy on integration.34
Immediately after the ruling by the state, the Union County School Board met in special
session to discuss the state’s ruling. In their first order of business a motion was made by E. T.

32

The Sturgis News. "Negroes In Sturgis Schools Ruled As "Entered Illegally"." The Sturgis News, September 10,
1956: 1.
33
(The Sturgis News, 1956, 1)
34
(The Sturgis News, 1956, 1)
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Clements and seconded by R. C. Hart “…that since the Attorney General of the Commonwealth
of Kentucky has handed down an opinion that without a Court Order the Negro children in the
Sturgis consolidated school are illegally entered. It is hereby ordered that Negro children shall
attend Dunbar school in Morganfield only and that other children shall attend school either at the
Morganfield consolidated school at Morton and Brady Street or the Sturgis consolidated
school.”35
The motion carried with all voting to approve and none to oppose. The board further
voted to have the superintendent Carlos Oakley notify by letter the principle of Sturgis High
School, Mr. H. Earl Evans, that on Wednesday September 19th he was to notify the Negro
students upon arrival that they can no longer attend Sturgis High School. He was to inform the
students that they must remain at the Negro Dunbar school until further notice from the Union
County Board of Education.36
Furthermore, in response to the Attorney General’s words with regard to the school
system going at a deliberate pace, another motion was put on the table by R. C. Hart and
seconded by J. E. Hosback. The motion read “…that the integration committee shall meet before
October 6, 1956 for the purpose of recommending what integration policy shall be adopted. If a
decision cannot be reached by October 6, the Board requested that they continue to meet until
they can recommend some solution to the problem of integration.”37
On September 19th when the African American students attempted to enter the Sturgis
High School, they were met by the Principle H. Earl Evans. Surrounded by reporters, Evans read

35

(The Sturgis News, 1956, 1)
(The Sturgis News, 1956, 1)
37
(The Sturgis News, 1956, 1)
36
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a statement that the students had been enrolled in the school illegally and they could not continue
to attend classes in Sturgis. Under the watchful eyes of nearly 150 cheering spectators the
students turned around and returned to their homes. Afterwards the High School’s attendance
returned to normal and all was temporarily well in the little town of Sturgis.38
Being that the battle was temporarily over, and a sense of normality had been restored to
the quite little community, the Governor recalled the National Guard Troops. Therefore on
Saturday September 22nd, to the relief of both the citizens and the guardsmen, the Kentucky
National Guard rolled out of Sturgis Kentucky.39

38
39

(Trowbridge, 2006, 14)
(Trowbridge, 2006, 14)
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The Court Battle Begins

On September 24th, the Superintendent of Union County Schools, Mr. Carlos Oakley was
served papers by United States Marshalls of a lawsuit against the Board of Education by eight
African American students. The suit claims that Margaret Garnett, Thomas Dixon, James
Beasley, Nathaniel Dixon, Kenneth Greenwell, and Kenneth Hayden were evicted illegally from
the Sturgis High School. The complaint further stated that there is only one High School being
maintained in the town of Sturgis, and they were being denied a public education.40
The legal process was long and tedious, but in the end presented the plaintiffs with a win
three months later. On the 12th day of December 1956, the United States District Judge Henry L.
Brooks directed the Union County School Board to have their desegregation plans filed with the
court no later than February 4th of 1957.
Under this judicial deadline, the Union County School Board created and put in place
their desegregation procedures. However, it wasn’t until September 1957 when the fight was
finally over, and the Sturgis High School was officially open to African American Students for
the 1957-1958 school year.41

40
41

(The Sturgis News, 1956, 1)
(Trowbridge, 2006, 6)
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Conclusion

Aside from all the trouble that was experienced by the African American students and
community as a whole, in the small town of Sturgis, this story proves that good can be obtained
through hard work, dedication, and determination. Those nine brave souls paved the way for
civil rights in that small Western Kentucky community of Sturgis. The story is a true testament
of what happens when a group stands together against oppression through non-violence and
justice. Those students were able to make their oppressors see the wrong in their ideology.
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